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Posted: Aug 30, 2012
ALLENDALE, Mich. - The last time that the Grand Valley State University and Armstrong Atlantic State University women's
soccer teams saw each other, it was at the NCAA Division II Final Four in Pensacola, Fla. Both teams saw their seasons
end to eventual national champion College of St. Rose, putting a slight damper on an otherwise incredibly successful 2011
season for both the Lakers and the Pirates.
Fast forward eight months later and the Lakers and Pirates are about to see each other again, but as opponents as the
preseason-ranked No. 3 Armstrong soccer squad makes the journey to Allendale, Mich., to take on the preseason No. 2-
ranked Grand Valley State squad in a rare season-opening clash that features two of the top three ranked teams in the
nation. 
Defending national champion St. Rose is the preseason No. 1 team, but the Knights lost six of its 11 starters from the 2011
squad to graduation, possibly opening the door for both the Lakers and the Pirates to take the title in 2012.
For Grand Valley State, national contention is nothing new. Head coach Dave DiIanni directed the Lakers to back-to-back
national championships in 2009 and 2010 and, going into the 2012 campaign, has amassed an unprecedented 94-4-3 home
record since 2003.
Armstrong's ascendency upon the national scene has been relatively recent. Head coach Eric Faulconer's program began
play in 2005 and last season's trip to the NCAA Final Four was the first for the Pirates, after capturing the 2011 Peach Belt
Conference regular season and tournament titles, as well as a first NCAA Southeast Region title. Incremental success has
been the story for Armstrong as the Pirates won their first conference tournament title and NCAA match in 2009, first Peach
Belt regular season title and hosted their first NCAA regional in 2010 before achieving new program firsts in 2011.
A big part of the rapid rise of the Pirate program has been a willingness to go out of the region and schedule difficult
opponents.
"When we started the program in 2005, I came in the with the philosophy that if we wanted to be nationally elite, we needed
to play the hardest possible schedule that we could and play against some of the nation's best programs," Faulconer said.
"We scheduled [South region foe] Tampa in 2006 and they took it to us 5-1, but it gave me an idea of where we needed to
g o.  Si n c e  t h at fir st g a m e a g ai n st U T, w e h a v e h a d a gr e at r u n of s u c c e s sf ul s e a s o n s. I n 2 0 0 8, w e b e at T a m p a o n t h at v er y
s a m e fi el d a n d m a n y of  t h o s e pl a y er s pl a y e d i n t h e 2 0 0 6 g a m e. Wi n s li k e t h at c a n h el p c h a n g e t h e c ult ur e of a pr o gr a m."
Tr a v eli n g t o t h e S o ut h R e gi o n t o t a k e o n T a m p a i s o n e  t hi n g, b ut a tri p t o Mi c hi g a n - w hi c h will b e t h e l o n g e st tri p t h e
Ar m str o n g s o c c er t e a m h a s t a k e n t o d at e - t o o p e n u p t h e s e a s o n i s  s o m et hi n g c o m pl et el y diff er e nt.   W h e n a p pr o a c h e d
wit h t h e i d e a  of tr a v eli n g t o Gr a n d V all e y St at e t o o p e n t h e 2 0 1 2 s e a s o n wit h t h e  L a k er s, h o w e v er, c o a c h F a ul c o n er w a s
e x cit e d t o pr e s e nt t h e  c h all e n g e t o hi s t e a m.
" Aft er m a ki n g t h e Fi n al F o ur l a st s e a s o n, w e ar e l o o ki n g t o t a k e t h e n e xt st e p a s a p er e n ni al n ati o n al titl e c o nt e n d er,"
F a ul c o n er s ai d. "I f elt t o d o t h at, w e n e e d e d t o fi n d  t h e h ar d e st p o s si bl e g a m e i n t h e h ar d e st p o s si bl e e n vir o n m e nt a n d
Gr a n d V all e y St at e aff or d s u s t h at o p p ort u nit y. T h e y ar e t h e  pr e mi er N C A A Di vi si o n II pr o gr a m i n w o m e n' s s o c c er, str o n g er
t h a n a m aj orit y of Di vi si o n I pr o gr a m s, a n d w e ar e e x cit e d a b o ut t h e  c h all e n g e. W h at e v er t h e r e s ult, w e will b e a b ett er t e a m
b y m a ki n g  t hi s tri p. P er h a p s w e will s e e t h e m a g ai n a n d t h at m e a n s t h at b ot h pr o gr a m s w o ul d b e h a vi n g a pr ett y g o o d
s e a s o n."
I n Gr a n d V all e y St at e' s r e c e nt r u n of n ati o n al s u c c e s s, t h e L a k er s h a v e n ot s hi e d a w a y fr o m t o u g h c o m p etiti o n at  all. I n
2 0 0 8, t h e L a k er s h o st e d t o p-r a n k e d T a m p a a n d b e at t h e  S p art a n s, 1- 0, i n t h e s e a s o n- o p e n er f or b ot h t e a m s. T h e f oll o wi n g
y e ar, Gr a n d V all e y St at e pl a y e d i n a s e a s o n- o p e ni n g t o ur n a m e nt i n  T a m p a w h er e t h e L a k er s pl a y e d t o a s c or el e s s dr a w
a g ai n st N o.  6-r a n k e d C ol u m b u s St at e.
" Si n c e I t o o k t h e p o siti o n a s h e a d c o a c h at G V S U, I m a d e it a p oi nt of l o o ki n g t o pl a y t h e b e st c o m p etiti o n p o s si bl e  f or o ur
t e a m s t o gr o w a n d b e c h all e n g e d," c o a c h DiI a n ni s ai d. "I b eli e v e t h at it h el p s o ur st u d e nt- at hl et e s u n d er st a n d t h e m a n y
o b st a cl e s t h e y will f a c e [ d uri n g t o u g h g a m e s] a n d t o b e a bl e t o  o v er c o m e diffi c ult o p p o n e nt s. W e h a v e t h e ut m o st r e s p e ct
f or w h at Eri c F al c o u n er h a s a c c o m pli s h e d at Ar m str o n g Atl a nti c si n c e h e t o o k  o v er t h e pr o gr a m a n d w h at b ett er w a y t o st art
off b ot h o ur s e a s o n s  t h a n t o f a c e o n e a n ot h er i n t h e o p e ni n g w e e k e n d."
T h e 2 0 0 9 s e a s o n w a s a s p e ct a c ul ar o n e f or t h e L a k er s  a s Gr a n d V all e y St at e w e nt 2 2- 0- 4, c ul mi n ati n g wit h t h e pr o gr a m' s
fir st n ati o n al titl e i n a 1- 0 wi n o v er C al St at e D o mi n g u e z Hill s. T h e n-fr e s h m a n A s hl e y B ott s n ett e d t h e g a m e- wi n n er a n d n o w
t h e c o n s e n s u s fir st-t e a m All- A m eri c a n f or w ar d l e a d s a s oli d c or p s of  ei g ht r et ur ni n g st art er s fr o m l a st y e ar i nt o t h e 2 0 1 2
s e a s o n.
Ar m str o n g r et ur n s ei g ht st art er s fr o m 2 0 1 1 a s w ell,  l e d b y c o- P e a c h B elt C o nf er e n c e Pl a y er of t h e Y e ar f or w ar d Kri sti n a
P a s c utti a n d P B C T o ur n a m e nt M V P N a di m a S k eff. U n d er st a n d a bl y, b ot h  t e a m s h a v e b e e n pi c k e d t o c a pt ur e t h eir
r e s p e cti v e c o nf er e n c e' s r e g ul ar s e a s o n titl e s i n pr e s e a s o n p oll s wit h Gr a n d V all e y St at e t h e u n a ni m o u s s el e cti o n t o c a pt ur e
t h e G LI A C titl e w hil e Ar m str o n g w a s t h e u n a ni m o u s pi c k t o wit h t h e P B C.
Will t h e L a k er s d ef e n d t h eir i m pr e s si v e h o m e pit c h  r e c or d a n d d ef e at t h e u p st art Pir at e s t o o p e n t h e 2 0 1 2 s e a s o n, or will
Ar m str o n g p ull off a n ot h er u p s et a n d c o nti n u e t o cli m b t h e  l a d d er t o n ati o n al pr o mi n e n c e ? R e g ar dl e s s of w h at h a p p e n s, t h e
A u g u st 3 1 st cl a s h b et w e e n t h e s e t w o s c h o ol s will h a v e all t h e  e x cit e m e nt a n d dr a m a fitti n g of a Fi n al F o ur m at c h u p.
        
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